Vaccination against hepatitis B: current challenges for Asian countries and future directions.
To review the current status of hepatitis B immunization programmes as well as future issues concerning hepatitis B immunization in Asian countries. Pertinent literature was identified via in-house and MEDLINE (1980-99) searches and references cited in published articles. Articles within the Proceedings of the IX Triennial International Symposium on Viral Hepatitis and Liver Disease provided valuable state-of-the-art resource data. Chronic hepatitis B infection is responsible for 75-90% of primary hepatocellular carcinoma, one of the 10 most common cancers worldwide. Hepatitis B and its chronic sequelae can potentially be eradicated through vaccines that have been shown to be 95-99% efficacious in preventing development of the disease or the carrier state in immunized infants. Approximately 75% of the world's hepatitis B carriers live in Asian countries wherein wide variations in immunization strategies exist. Vaccination programmes in hyperendemic Asian countries have elicited decreases in the incidence of acute and chronic infections as well as a decrease in chronic carriers in the unvaccinated population. Decreases in the incidence of hepatocellular carcinoma have been recorded in Taiwan and Singapore after at least 10 years of universal hepatitis B immunization programmes. In Asian countries currently without nationwide hepatitis B programmes, utilization of the existing vaccination infrastructure for administration of other World Health Organization Expanded Programme on Immunization vaccines will provide the most economical and efficient means of administration of the hepatitis B vaccine.